
Scripture Lesson:   Matthew 13:31-33, 44-53       Pew Bible N.T. pg. 14 
31 He put before them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that 
someone took and sowed in his field; 32 it is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it has grown 
it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests 
in its branches.” 33 He told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a 
woman took and mixed in with three measures of flour until all of it was leavened”…  44 “The 
kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and reburied; then in his 
joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field. 45 “Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a 
merchant in search of fine pearls; 46 on finding one pearl of great value, he went and sold all that 
he had and bought it. 47 “Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was thrown into the sea 
and caught fish of every kind; 48 when it was full, they drew it ashore, sat down, and put the good 
into baskets but threw out the bad. 49 So it will be at the end of the age. The angels will come out 
and separate the evil from the righteous 50 and throw them into the furnace of fire, where there 
will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 51 “Have you understood all this?” They answered, “Yes.” 
52 And he said to them, “Therefore every scribe who has become a disciple in the kingdom of 
heaven is like the master of a household who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is 
old.” 53 When Jesus had finished these parables, he left that place. 

Response to the Word 
 One:  This is the Word of God for the people of God 
 All:  Thanks be to God! 
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A popular comedian shared the following story about a fellow who rushed into the sheriff’s 
office in a panic one afternoon to report that his wife is missing.  “She went shopping yesterday and has 
not come home,” he tells the sergeant at the desk. 

The sergeant asked: “What is her height?” 
The man said, “Gee, I’m not sure. A little over five feet tall, I suppose.” 
The sergeant asked, “What about her weight?” 
The man looked helpless. “Don’t know,” he said. “Not slim, but not really fat, either.” 
The sergeant asked, “What color are her eyes?” 
The man answered, “Never noticed.” 
“The color of her hair?” the sergeant asked. 
“It changes a couple times a year,” said the man. “I think she’s in a sort of dark brown phase 

right now.” 
“What was she wearing?” the sergeant asked. 
“Could have been a skirt… or maybe shorts,” said the man. “I don’t remember exactly.” 
The sergeant asked, “What kind of car did she go in?” 
The man said, “She went in my truck.” 
“What kind of truck is it?” the sergeant asked. 
The man glowed and said, “It’s a brand new 2017 Ford F150 King Ranch 4X4 with 5.0L V8 Engine 

and 487 pound-feet of torque. It’s two-tone shadow black and caribou metallic and has custom leather 
seats and ‘Bubba’ floor mats. It has a heavy-duty towing package with gold hitch, a DVD with 
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navigation, a 21-channel CB radio, six cup holders, four power outlets, and a 5.5-foot bed.” Then he 
paused for a moment. “My wife put a small scratch on the driver’s door last month,” he said.  

At this point the husband started choking up, so the officer patted him sympathetically on the 
shoulder and said, “Don’t worry, sir, we’ll find your truck.” [above story from Monday Fodder; as used in “The 

Baby or the Window?” by King Duncan, www.Sermons.com.] 
Sometimes, we get a little too focused on the wrong things, don’t we?  Sometimes, it’s easy to 

forget what matters most.  And sometimes it’s hard to talk about what matters most.  Jesus talked 
more about the Kingdom of God than almost any other subject.  I did the research:  The Kingdom is 
discussed in the gospels 115 times, and another 35 in Paul’s letters.  115 times in the 89 chapters 
belonging to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.  51 of those references are in Matthew, who tends to 
refer to it as the Kingdom of Heaven rather than the Kingdom of God because, being a good Jew, 
Matthew shies away from using or writing God’s name directly.  But it means the same thing.  And it’s 
not a discussion limited to where the faithful will go upon death.  And yet, if you want to know what 
the Kingdom is, think about what you’ve been told about Heaven.  Heaven is a place of peace, light, joy, 
harmony, equity, and justice.  There’s no pain, no suffering, no human rankings, no greed or lust or 
malice or sin.  Heaven is a place where we rejoice in being in God’s presence, and where divine light 
and energy bind us all together in perfect love, right?  I recall an old Chinese proverb I heard once 
about the difference between heaven and hell.  According to the old proverb, in hell, people sit at table 
with 4-foot long chopsticks.  A feast sits before them, but they can’t enjoy it because the chopsticks are 
too long to use to get the food into one’s mouth.  So everyone sits there in longing and frustration and 
despair, hungry but unable to eat.  The interesting thing is that in heaven, the circumstances are not 
different.  Everyone sits at the table with 4-foot-long chopsticks.  But in heaven, each one feeds the 
person across them.  And so all eat, and are satisfied, and know the joy of serving each other.   

When Jesus speaks of the Kingdom, though, he speaks about building on earth what already 
exists in heaven.  It’s not something you and I can do on our own.  Only the grace and power of God will 
ultimately build that Kingdom here.  But it’s also not something God is willing to do without us.  Jesus 
calls us over and over to align ourselves with His divine vision of what earth could be.  He calls us to see 
it, to look for it, to work for it, to be part of making it reality. 

In our lesson today, he gives us short, pithy little lessons because it’s not easy to talk about 
something that is in the works but isn’t yet.  And it’s not easy to talk about something that is not so 
much something ‘out there’ as it is something that resides within us.  And it’s hard to talk about a 
Kingdom that is not a place so much as a journey.  It’s active – sowing seeds, growing plants, rising 
dough, questing for treasure, throwing nets.  So Jesus gives us a series of images, like snapshots.  The 
kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that grows into a huge tree, or yeast that is ‘hidden’ 
(according to the original Greek) in three measures of flour.  Such benign and clear similes obviously 
suggest that the kingdom of heaven starts small and grows—which is emphatically true.  But we can’t 
stop there or we do a real injustice to message Jesus would communicate.  Mustard is a lowly garden 
herb easily overlooked.  In fact, it’s a weed – did you know that?  Once you plant it, you’ll never get rid 
of it.  It can grow into a fairly sizeable bush or shrub, sometimes as high as six feet, but no matter how 
you spin it, mustard doesn’t ever grow into a tree.  It’s the same basic idea with the yeast.  In Hebrew 
tradition, yeast was generally used as a symbol for corruption.  But in both of these cases, Jesus 
completely reverses the image, turning a weed into something that looks like the cedars of Lebanon 
from the Old Testament, and transforming the yeast which others see in his message as unfavorable 
and even destructive into the very truth of God.  Moreover, Jesus teaches that the Kingdom of heaven 
is something completely unexpected and magnificent, and by all accounts, impossible, which is not 
readily recognizable in the tiny seed or traces of yeast before our eyes.  That a mustard bush would be a 
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vast tree.  No!  And three measures of flour is something like 10 or 15 pounds of flour.  Can you imagine 
how big a mound of dough would be if it was made from just 10 pounds of flour!  I’ve made bread.  
Kneading six cups for ten minutes takes all my strength and makes me break out in a sweat!  Jesus is 
talking about an impossible amount of dough for one person to knead or manage—unless that one is 
God.   

I love to tell the “…story about a husband who wanted to cheer up his ailing wife, so he went 
into the kitchen with the idea of baking some fresh bread.  He went to the store for ingredients, and 
then, on the counter he carefully assembled the flour, shortening, milk, yeast, etc.  The directions called 
for one packet of yeast.  The man had bought a small jar of yeast.  Not knowing that there was a 
difference, he added the entire jar of yeast to the mix.  A little while later his wife called downstairs, 
"Honey, have you put the bread in the oven?"  The distraught husband yelled back up to her, "In the 
oven?  I can't keep it in the kitchen!"  [from “Lightning Struck” by King Duncan, www.Sermons.com.] 

And that’s the point.  The Kingdom of God begins with little things, hidden things, seemingly 
insignificant things, but God’s grace infuses it, and thus it comes spilling over every conceivable limit or 
barrier, bursting beyond every expectation.  To Matthew’s small, persecuted, seemingly insignificant 
community of believers comes the promise of an experience so extravagant; so beyond belief, that it is 
almost too big to take in.   

You and I have often have little appreciation for the impact of this image.  Like those who have 
gone before us right back to the very beginning, we like controlled and manageable experiences of 
God—things we can take in, process and understand.  Jesus blows that right out of the water.  True 
experiences of God’s kingdom among us will always overwhelm us with grace beyond measure, love to 
deep to ever fully comprehend, and a call on our lives and choices that will seem impossible or crazy to 
those outside the experience.  God can do so much with so little!  In one small person like you or me, 
one small moment in time, one small act, there is always the possibility for God to step in and use us!  
The Kingdom of Heaven, says Jesus, is the work of God in the little things.   

The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure in a field, like a merchant in search of fine pearls.  Take 
care not to get too literal with this.  After all, there’s little honor in some field worker stumbling across a 
treasure in the field, hushing it up so no one else will know, and then going to buy the field off the 
unsuspecting owner who has no idea the value of what’s on his land.  If we push the details, we lose 
the message.  The first fellow out in the field stumbles across his treasure quite by accident.  The 
second fellow, a merchant, has been searching diligently for years.  But in both cases, the one who finds 
treasure gives up everything else in order to possess it.  In both cases, priorities are radically reassessed 
in the light of new discoveries.  

“There is an ancient legend about the monk who found a precious jewel.  A short time later, the 
monk met a traveler, who said he was hungry and asked the monk if he would share some of his 
provisions.  When the monk opened his bag, the traveler saw the jewel and, on an impulse, asked the 
monk if he could have it.  Amazingly, the monk gave the traveler the jewel.  

“The traveler departed quickly overjoyed with his new possession.  However, a few days later, 
he came back, searching for the monk.  He returned the jewel to the monk and made a request: 
“Please give me that which enabled you to freely give me this thing of enormous value!" 

“Talk about reordered priorities.  I love this last parable because Jesus does not say the Kingdom 
of Heaven is like a pearl of great price.  No.  He says the kingdom of heaven is like the one who gives up 
everything to get it.  That’s commitment to a greater cause.  That’s sacrifice and hard work. [adapted 

from “What Is Heaven Like?” by Brett Blair and Staff, www.Sermon.com.]  The Kingdom of Heaven, says Jesus, is 
God’s gift of meaning and purpose in courageously giving up ourselves to something greater that we 
are by ourselves. It a gift of rearranged priorities which value hope, love, relationships, generosity, and 
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compassion, and which hold things material possessions, wealth, and prestige in proper perspective as 
tools.  The Kingdom is discovered by those with the courage to stake everything on Christ.   

The last part of our lesson states that the kingdom of Heaven is like a net thrown into the sea to 
catch fish of every kind, which will then be sorted into fish that are (presumably) good to eat, and fish 
that aren’t.  Again, don’t lose Jesus’ message in the details.  Fish can’t help what kind of fish they are.  
But human beings absolutely have a level of control over what kind of people we are.  We face choices 
every day to give into fear or to be courageous; to extend compassion or judge without mercy; to love 
or hate, believe or despair, hope or grow cynical.  And every last one of us has made the wrong choice 
at times.  Lyrics from a U2 song called “The First Time” come to my mind: 

 

I have a brother when I'm a brother in need 
I spend my whole time running 
He spends his running after me 
When I feel myself going down 
I just call and he comes around 
But for the first time I feel loved 

 

My father is a rich man 
He wears a rich man's cloak 

He gave me the keys to his kingdom coming 
Gave me a cup of gold 

He said, “I have many mansions 
And there are many rooms to see 

But I left by the back door 
And I threw away the key” 

And for the first time I feel loved. 
[from U2 (Paul Hewson, Adam Clayton, Larry Mullen Jr, Dave Evans) on “Zooropa” © 1993] 

 

I love that image, of a God who sneaks out the back door and comes to earth an infant in a 
manger, a messiah with a message of hope and salvation, a king who found the key again in opening his 
arms on the cross and kicking down the door between death and life everlasting.  

And I do feel loved.  But more than that, I feel led to share that love.  Because yes, we may be 
small, weak, broken, and sinful, but we are not powerless.  We can cause great hurt, or we can cause 
great love.  But we do not have an unavoidable fate over which we have no control.  We are not locked 
into our past.  And if you don’t believe me, let me submit that Jesus makes it very clear in the way that 
he embraced prostitutes, tax-collectors, adulteresses, and even corrupt leaders, that he never believed 
any of us were beyond hope or redemption.  Instead, he made it very clear that the choice is always 
before us.  We have a role to play in being a part of the Kingdom and God is eternally optimistic that 
we’ll accept it.  The kingdom of God, said Jesus, comes alive in us when recognize that no matter how 
many bad choices we make, there is always the opportunity to reverse ourselves.  And all we have to do 
is let ourselves be caught.  The net isn’t death.  It’s grace.  The ones who refuse to acknowledge new 
possibilities, opportunities for redemption and resurrection – they’re already gnashing their teeth in a 
hell of their own making.  Don’t go there.  Let the master pull you in.  The Kingdom of Heaven, says 
Jesus, is the grace of God to everyone in the ever-extended hand of love and fresh starts.  Using a 
fusion of ancient themes (something old) with Jesus’ own twist (something new), Jesus tries to tell us 
what the Kingdom of Heaven is like.  Not so that you grasp the theology.  But so that you feel loved, and 
you share it.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


